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In Shakespeare’s play King Lear the word ‘epileptic’ appears (used in a derogatory manner). This is held to be the first appearance 
of the word in the English language (although we have found earlier English references to the word which Shakespeare may 
have read). Textual analysis of the lines following the use of ‘epileptic’ suggests hat it is actually a reference to the pock-marks 
of syphilis, endemic in Elizabethan England, and is not actually a reference to epilepsy itself: 
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INTRODUCTION 
Shakespeare’s play, King Lear, possibly partly based 
on an old play but much reworked and reshaped mostly 
with new material, was first published in 1608 (Quarto) 
and possibly had its first performance on Boxing Day 
1606. A much revised text of the play (First Folio) ap- 
peared in 1623. It was rarely performed until the 20th 
century but is now regarded as one of Shakespeare’s 
greatest masterpieces. 
KENT (to Oswald) 
A plague upon your epileptic visage. 
Smile you my speeches as I were a fool? 
Goose, if I had you upon Sarum plain, 
I’d drive ye cackling home to Camelot. 
King Lear, Act 2, Scene 2. 
Epilepsy as an illness is mentioned in two other 
Shakespeare’s plays but in King Lear a phrase occurs 
in which the word epilepsy or epileptic appears to be 
being used in a derogatory sense. The phrase is said 
by Kent, a stalwart, loyal servant of King Lear, who, 
in disguise, is trying to protect his master’s interests. 
It is used against a servant of the enemies of King 
Lear (called Oswald). Oswald is portrayed in the play 
as an unpleasant mealy-mouthed person. The phrase 
‘epileptic visage’ in this context is clearly meant to be 
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derogatory and is also said to be the first use of the 
word epilepsy in the English language and is so quoted 
by the Oxford English Dictionary (which is, however, 
notoriously Shakespeare-centric). In fact, the word as 
‘epilepsia’ ’ and ‘Epilepsies’* appears in earlier medi- 
cal texts written for lay people (which may have been 
read by Shakespeare). Shakespeare’s phrase ‘epileptic 
visage’ has troubled one of us (TB) since first read as 
a schoolboy whilst living in a country mental hospital 
(Hereford City & County Asylum) knowing many of 
the inmates with epilepsy and scrutinizing, to no avail, 
their faces to catch Shakespeare’s meaning. 
Why was epileptic used in a derogatory sense? Did 
Elizabethans recognize such a thing as the epileptic face 
or appearance? The ‘epileptic face’ has been equated 
with side-effects of phenytoin: there was no phenytoin 
in Elizabethan times! Is Shakespeare merely implying 
‘you look like an idiot?’ Was epilepsy already stigma- 
tized? 
Certainly amongst the medicant beggars of Shake- 
speare’s time wandering for relief from parish to parish 
(portrayed in the play itself by the character that Edgar 
adopts of ‘poor TomV3) people with chronic and severe 
epilepsy may well have appeared. There are other his- 
torical records which imply that simulated epilepsy to 
gain relief and alms was also well practised in Shake- 
speare’s time just as some people would feign madness 
in order to obtain relief (like ‘poor Tom’)4. In this re- 
gard the character of poor Tom (a sane man playing 
mad in order to save his life) is particularly interest- 
ing and Shakespeare describes in some detail, through 
Edgar, how madness could be simulated. 
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So is the phrase ‘your epileptic visage’ just a casual 
one of abuse or does it have a deeper meaning? And 
does it refer to epilepsy at all? 
TEXT FOR ANALYSIS 
The three lines that follow the phrase ‘a plague upon 
your epileptic visage’ perhaps supply the meaning. To a 
modem reader, unused to Elizabethan slang terms, the 
phrase which appears immediately after ‘your epileptic 
visage’ is difficult to understand. ‘Goose’ or ‘Winch- 
ester Goose’ in Shakespeare’s time meant either a 
prostitute, or someone infected with venereal disease, 
particularly with the characteristic rash of secondary 
syphilis (the pokkes, from which we derive the mod- 
em word pox and pock-marked) or the syphilitic sore 
itself. Syphilis in Elizabethan England was often con- 
fused with leprosy although its venereal origin was 
well recognized5: neurological complications of the 
secondary stage of syphilis including seizures are re- 
ferred to in several contemporary and near contempo- 
rary writings’. The term ‘Winchester Goose’ was ap- 
plied to syphilis for several possible reasons. Syphilis 
may have been introduced into England by French pros- 
titutes who settled in Winchester (hence the Winch- 
ester Geese) before moving to London. The stews (or 
bawdy houses) in London were owned by the Bishop of 
Winchester: during the Michaelmas law term of 1603 
the law courts had removed to Winchester because of 
plague (possibly syphilis) in London’. We also won- 
der whether ‘gooseflesh’ and syphilitic sores were con- 
flated in the public imagination. 
At the time that Shakespeare was writing King Lear 
syphilis was raging in England and a fear of syphilis 
gripped Elizabethan England as tightly as our present 
fear of AIDS5. Sexual behaviour in Elizabethan Eng- 
land was said to be extremely promiscuous (even by 
our standards) and would amaze visiting Europeans5. 
Such foreign writers, however, rarely visited anywhere 
but London (where behaviour may have been differ- 
ent) and may have distorted what they saw. The pu- 
ritan revolution, which indirectly led to the civil war 
and the short-lived abolition of the monarchy, started 
in Shakespeare’s time as a revulsion against the sexual 
behaviour of the day and the ravages of syphilis (also 
known as the French Disease or Morbus Gallicus). 
It has been argued5 that Shakespeare himself may 
have caught a venereal infection, possibly syphilitic, 
from a mistress whom he shared unwittingly with a 
friend and, at the time he was writing King Lear, hav- 
ing been treated for this condition, may have been in 
a state of moral self-loathing and depression. There 
are several other syphilitic references in King Lear it- 
self (e.g. the symbolism of Gloucester’s blindness) and 
a savage misogyny (for example, Lear’s description of 
female genitalia as ‘burning’ and ‘the sulphur pit’). The 
phrase ‘A plague upon your epileptic visage’ is prob- 
ably a reference to syphilis because in the next lines a 
direct allusion is made to syphilis and its pock-marks 
(in a slang term which would be understood by all Eliz- 
abethans). Winchester is about 18 miles from Sat-urn 
(the old name for Salisbury) and its plain: Camelot (the 
legendary home of King Arthur) is linked with Winch- 
este#. The usual explanation for the use of the word 
epileptic, that Oswald’s face is twitching with fright6, 
is not really supported by his reactions both before and 
after this phrase, which is immediately preceded by a 
long speech of Kent’s derogatory to Oswald’s charac- 
ter, to which Oswald smiles. 
A NOTE ON SYPHILITIC TREATMENT IN 
ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND 
Although full distinction between gonorrhoea and 
syphilis had not yet been made, syphilis was recognized 
as a venereal infection5. Treatment consisted of rais- 
ing body temperature in a sweating house (this might 
well be effective as treponema pallidum (the causative 
agent of syphilis) is very sensitive to heat and, in fact, 
in the early 20 century cerebral syphilis was treated by 
giving the patient malaria). Mercury (mercuric oxide, 
usually) was used orally as a treatment for syphilis and 
was effective; it was also used in an ointment or salve 
upon the sores. The toxic dose was very close to the 
therapeutic dose and only very experienced practition- 
ers, who took their patients nearly to death with mer- 
cury poisoning, used this method of treatment (rather 
reminiscent of modem day chemotherapy for cancer!). 
Guiacum Gum derived from an American hardwood 
tree was also used, but was relatively ineffective. There 
is much else in King Lear to interest the medical his- 
torian interested in the portrayal of mental illness and 
non-epileptic seizures. 
At one point in the play Lear is under a great deal 
of emotional stress and fears that he will go mad and 
that he is about to lose control and makes reference to 
‘the mother’ a condition supposedly previously only 
described in women’ in which conversion and dissoci- 
ation symptoms occur, often ‘convulsions’. The cause 
was supposed to be the womb wandering from its nor- 
mal place into the throat. Lear clearly fears that if 
he loses control he will develop these symptoms and 
even addresses his non-existent womb. Shakespeare 
has been credited with first describing ‘the mother’ in 
a man, but in fact the development of this constella- 
tion of neurotic symptoms in a male had recently been 
described by Samuel Harsnett’. Text analysis makes it 
clear that Shakespeare had read his book3 either just 
before or as he was writing King Lear and this is con- 
firmed by the fact that phrases used by Edgar to simu- 
Shakespeare’s use of the phrase ‘epileptic’ 
late madness are taken almost directly from the text of 
Harsnett’s book (who was describing conversion states 
induced by a series of spectacular exorcisms carried 
out by a group of English Catholic priests). 
However, Shakespeare does describe true madness 
within King Lear. Towards the end of the play Lear, 
an old man, emotionally and physically exhausted, ex- 
posed to the wet and cold, develops what is clearly, to 
psychiatric eyes, a brief delirium. This is described in 
terms that a modem clinician would instantly recog- 
nize, and is cured by a kindly physician with rest and 
sleep ‘that to provoke in him are many simples (plant 
derived medicines) operative, whose power will close 
the eye of anguish’. In Elizabethan times the simple 
may well have been juice of the poppy (opium). 
CONCLUSION 
The phrase ‘A plague upon your epileptic visage’ is 
closely followed by a direct allusion to syphilis and its 
well-known effects on facial appearance. It is almost 
certain that Shakespeare means by this phrase ‘your 
pock-marked face’ and, by implication, ‘you syphilitic 
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wreck’ and is not referring to epilepsy. To call a man 
syphilitic in Elizabethan England was a powerful in- 
sult and, if false, was punished by the Ecclesiastical 
courts5. 
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